Solid waste is known by many interesting expressions and sounds in various languages: de´chets solides, rifiuti solidi, feste Abfa¨lle, resı´duos so´lidos, fast affald, vaste afvalstoffen, , szila´rd hullade´k, and many more (We apologise for omissions and possible misspellings).
We regard solid waste as a most intriguing topic; we also recognise very well that people in other professions and sciences and the public at large regard this passion as slightly weird. Waste is something that is thrown in the dustbin, on the street, into the sea and many other appropriate or unsuitable places. Presumably the owner wants to get rid of the stuff without too much effort or expense! In relation to this journal, a powerful definition of 'solid waste', which can be widely accepted, is necessary for two main reasons.
1. The general need for producers, distributors and consumers/households to understand how waste is an integral part of society and the environment. 2. The specific need for Waste Management & Research authors to be able to assess if a particular topic is both pertinent and interesting, and is thus worthy of the creative efforts needed to prepare and submit a manuscript.
So what is solid waste? Looking around, there are many terms circulating, for example: solid or semisolid, non-soluble material, agricultural waste, demolition waste, industrial waste, mining residues, municipal garbage and sewage sludge. However, this list is incomplete and does not sufficiently define why some materials are named 'waste' instead of resources or something else. Some definitions more directly point to why materials are considered as waste in affluent societies but seen as resources in poorer societies (as proposed, for example, by In the European Union (EU), waste has a legal definition as it does in many countries. The EU definition is as follows:
'Waste' means any substance or object which the holder discards or intends or is required to discard.
There are many legal cases in which this definition has been refined over the years and it is certain that the definition will continue to evolve for years to come.
In the USA, the Solid Waste Disposal Act of 2002 defines the term 'solid waste' to mean essentially 'any garbage, refuse, sludge from a waste treatment plant, water supply treatment plant, or air pollution control facility and other discarded material, including solid, liquid, semisolid, or contained gaseous material resulting from industrial, commercial, mining, and agricultural operations, and from community activities. . .'.
In an earlier issue (Waste Management & Research 22: 129) the use of a rather crude but self-evident and thus practical definition of solid waste was advocated: Things nobody wants to steal.
To be more precise it should probably be extended to: Things nobody wants to steal in your society. But the point to be made here is that terms and definitions do not as such cover the needs expressed under A and B above.
Another way of developing adequate responses to A and B could be to examine the actual flow of manuscripts. Waste Management & Research is in the interesting situation that a steadily increasing number of manuscripts are received, many more than it will ever be able to publish. A brief analysis shows the following results:
. Some manuscripts are timely and really to the point. They describe an interesting problem/solution/consideration regarding solid waste issues and well planned research, and they are well written. These manuscripts are internally assessed and sent for external peer reviewing. Editors and reviewers really appreciate these manuscripts. . Some manuscripts are substantially relevant, but authors fail to structure their work and reporting and disregarded the very useful and instructive documents on the Waste Management & Research manuscript submission guidelines website. After an internal assessment the editors may deem it possible to help the authors to improve the manuscript into a publishable state by providing written guidance along with the rejection letter. . An increasing number of manuscripts are not very good and would probably have benefited from a much better preparation in terms of purpose, planning, execution of the work, and writing. Rejection letters from editors normally offer a frank opinion to the authors. . Some of the manuscripts are deemed inappropriate because they do not focus on solid waste management issues, even though authors justify their submissions to Waste Management & Research by referring to some general observation on solid waste as a growing threat to resources and environment. For example, they may address only a standard laboratory testing of materials intended for the building and construction industry. These manuscripts are rejected as inapplicable to the Waste Management & Research readership.
It is tempting to speculate on why we are of late receiving an expanding avalanche of manuscripts. We do note that the cherished 'publish or perish' syndrome is proliferating in all parts of the academic world, leading to far too much ill prepared science, and/or too little time for preparing a well-organised and clearly written manuscript, and eventually followed by the hunt for a place to publish it.
By these two analyses of some current waste terms/definitions and the many manuscripts actually received by Waste Management & Research an immediate and adequate response to the two needs expressed under A and B is not obtained. But, if one tries to define waste not only as the matter as such but also by the context within which it appears and the consequences of how it is managed, then it becomes easier to assess not only the role of waste in society (A) but also the criteria necessary to write a good article for Waste Management & Research (B). How waste is handled relates to legislation and regulation and has an impact on resources, environment, health, and social life, including the economy. Therefore, if defined in context and including impacts from actions both upstream and downstream of the point of waste generation, waste management widens in scope and becomes a challenge that demands the application of good science and engineering to optimise the entire goods and service supply chain. Good science is necessary to invent new ways of preventing waste in the first place, and to optimise the handling of waste to the benefit of natural resources, the environment, and health protection. Such contextual and scientific approaches to waste management seem helpful to meet the two needs expressed above under A and B.
If defined by both the waste product as such and the context within which waste is produced and must be handled, waste becomes a pertinent and understandable problem in general, and a specific challenge to the potential scientific author. The scientific background of the author may be social, technical, natural sciences or humanities, and there are in any case multiple options for publishable material as long as it is based on novel thinking and experiments or pure desk work committed to solving a waste problem, a priori or posterior. As a matter of fact, the scientific approach in thinking and action is often missing when debating or working with waste. If a more informed (scientific) and comprehensive (holistic) context were used in the general political, managerial or administrative discussion; and if researchers committed to a more stringent scientific approach in the planning and execution of their theoretical or experimental work on waste; then there would be more science in resource and waste management and this would surely be to the benefit of resources, environment, social justice and the economy (all components of a system to achieve sustainable development).
It is therefore commendable that ISWA has formed a Task Force to identify how to improve relations between science and waste management and include new plans for making progress as part of the ISWA strategic action plan. It is also important that some of these new ISWA solutions will directly support and promote talents found globally at universities and research institutions. Waste Management & Research will be instrumental in that planning and its implementation. It will be carried out by its editors and reviewers to the best of their abilities by directing authors to be more scientific in their approach to resource and waste management.
